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Advisor: Dr. Martha Shulski
This study examines climate change perceptions in Nebraskans who experienced or
witnessed flooding in March 2019. The purpose is to determine the impacts of 2019 flood
experiences on Nebraskans’ climate change perceptions. The objectives are to determine the
influence of flood proximity on changes in climate change perceptions, determine whether 2019
flooding had long-term impacts on Nebraskans’ climate change perceptions, and determine the
influence of personal background factors on perceptions. A three-phase interview was utilized to
collect background information, climate change perceptions, 2019 flood experiences, and
relationships between 2019 flood experiences and climate change perceptions. Background
information and climate change perception survey results were compiled into pie charts, and
2019 flood experiences were analyzed by thematic analysis. The main impact of 2019 flood
experiences on participants’ climate change perceptions was that it challenged assumptions about
climate change. For people who experienced or witnessed the 2019 flooding, climate change
transformed from a distant, global, or even imaginary issue to a real, local, and personal issue. Of
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the demographic factors investigated, the education level of the participants had the most
influence on interview responses. Finally, the endurance of perceived personal climate change
risk two years after the event suggests the 2019 flooding did have a long-term impact on those
Nebraskans who experienced it.
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Introduction
Climate is the long-term average of weather conditions. A location’s climate is determined by
averaging temperature, precipitation, and other weather variables over at least a 30-year period
(Dietz et al., 2020). Reconstructions of Earth’s climate history show that climate is always
changing. However, since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, humans have significantly
changed the climate system. Fossil fuel consumption, deforestation, and industrial agriculture have
loaded the atmosphere with heat-trapping molecules called greenhouse gases (Bernauer, 2013).
Greenhouse gas concentrations are disrupting the energy balance of the climate system and causing
Earth’s climate to change in unprecedented ways. As a result, temperatures are trending upwards,
precipitation frequency and amount is changing, extreme weather and natural disasters are
intensifying, sea level is rising, and weather is varying more year to year. Climatic changes will
disrupt ecosystems and ecosystem services, causing biodiversity loss and adverse human health
outcomes (Bernauer, 2013; Dietz et al., 2020).
Climate scientists have reached consensus: humans are changing Earth’s climate, and these
changes will have significant ramifications for humans, ecosystems, and biogeochemical cycles.
The general public, however, typically does not have the scientific knowledge to understand the
causes or consequences of climate change. Instead, they must rely on what they see, hear, and read
about climate change (Egan & Mullin, 2017). This leads to a wide variety of beliefs, attitudes, and
perceptions surrounding climate change.
Many factors influence individual attitudes and perceptions of climate change. Political
identification and polarization play a dominant role. Numerous studies have concluded that
political conservatism is negatively correlated with climate change belief (Albright & Crow, 2019;
Dietz et al., 2020; Egan & Mullin, 2017; Soutter & Mottus, 2020). Egan and Mullin (2017) note
how climate change is a uniquely polarizing issue; instead of debating how (or whether) the
problem should be solved, much of the political discourse surrounding climate change in the
United States still focuses on whether climate change is a real problem. This disagreement on the
state of reality is largely due to conservative campaigns to fuel climate skepticism and denialism
(Egan & Mullin, 2017). Political polarization explains why climate change deniers are not likely
swayed by science education – they filter knowledge through the lens of their ideology, keeping
only the pieces that reinforce their previous beliefs (Egan & Mullin, 2017). Previous studies
indicated that the term “global warming” was even more polarizing than “climate change.”
However, a recent replication study by Soutter and Mottus did not find a significant difference in
polarization between “global warming” and “climate change” (2020).
Demographics also influence climate change attitudes and perspectives, though not as significantly
as political self-identification. Studies have found evidence for what is called the “white male
effect.” According to Dietz et al., “white women and people of color are generally more altruistic
. . . and are more concerned about climate change than white males” (2020). Disadvantaged and
marginalized communities are harmed the most by climate change, which exacerbates inequality
(Dietz et al., 2020).
Natural disaster risk perceptions and experiences may influence individual climate change
perceptions. Dietz et al. indicates that the limited studies that research extreme weather events and
climate change perceptions have produced mixed results (2020). The goal of this thesis is to
examine how the flooding of 2019 impacted Nebraskans’ climate change perceptions, so
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publications connecting natural disaster and/or flood experiences and climate change perceptions
were identified.
Albright and Crow (2019) surveyed flood-impacted communities in Colorado to determine the
influence of proximity, time, political affiliation, and worldview on climate change perceptions.
They conducted this study because climate change perceptions are important motivators of
adaptation and mitigation behaviors and policy support. Therefore, connecting the dots between
extreme weather experiences and climate change perceptions may help complete the logical line
between extreme weather experiences and engagement with climate change issues (Albright &
Crow, 2019). Their study found that 3-4 years after flooding occurred, it was not personal flood
experience that was associated with climate change beliefs, but neighborhood and community
flood experience. Albright and Crow indicated multiple factors which could have led to this result,
including the multi-year gap between the flood experience and the study, potential self-selection
bias in the sample, framing of climate change as a large-scale issue, and perceptions formed from
social interactions (2019).
Demski et al. (2017) studied differences in climate change and flood risk perceptions and climate
change adaptation and mitigation strategies between individuals who experienced flooding and a
national control sample. This study found that the issue of climate change was more salient at
longer timeframes in those who had been affected by floods. Flood-affected participants were more
concerned about climate change and more likely to intend to prepare for heat waves (Demski et
al., 2017).
De Bruin et al. (2014) studied perceptions of the role of climate change in local flood risk in
Pittsburgh, PA. Interestingly, this study found perception of increased flood risk throughout the
sample, regardless of political affiliation. Participants who believed in climate change perceived
greater increases in flood risk in recent years and predicted further increases in flood risk into the
future (de Bruin et al., 2014).
Another study by Baron and Petersen (2015) indirectly demonstrated the influence of flood
experiences on climate change perceptions. Lolland, Denmark is a flood-prone community where
excess water is managed by pumps and dams. Because residents are sheltered from flooding, Baron
and Petersen found that locals did not feel threatened by climate change in their community (2015).
Lolland’s water management practices made residents feel secure and prevented them from
perceiving climate change-induced flood risk at the local level (Baron & Petersen, 2015).
Konisky et al. (2015) conducted a broader study to determine the relationship between extreme
weather experiences and public concern about climate change. The researchers used geospatial
technology to analyze trends in public climate change opinion surveys and the distribution of
extreme weather events. Variables examined in the study include severity and frequency of
extreme weather, socioeconomic factors (age, gender, education, political affiliation, race, etc.),
and climate change concern. Konisky et al. (2015) found that there was a statistically significant
increase in climate change concern within one month of an extreme weather event. Correlation
was found up to four months past extreme weather events when severity was factored in (Konisky
et al., 2015). The difference in climate change concern after extreme weather experiences was
comparable to some socioeconomic factors, but not nearly as substantial as the influence of
political self-identification (Konisky et al., 2015).
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Lujala et al. (2015) conducted a similar study regarding natural hazard experiences and climate
change by analyzing survey data. Like Albright and Crow (2019), Lujala et al. (2015) also included
proximity to natural hazard events as a variable. Lujala et al. found that climate change risk
perceptions in the survey population were influenced only by personal experiences of natural
hazards (2015).
Understanding climate change attitudes and perceptions is important beyond the realm of climate
science. Political scientists and sociologists are interested in climate change attitudes and
perspectives because they can trigger social and political change.
Adaptation and mitigation are the two main strategies for addressing climate change. Mitigation
entails reducing greenhouse gas emissions and/or increasing storage of greenhouse gases in order
to avoid severe climate change outcomes (Bernauer, 2013). Adaptation, on the other hand, includes
reinforcing infrastructure to reduce climate change-related impacts on people and property (Egan
& Mullin, 2017). According to Egan and Mullin, adaptation receives relatively little attention in
political spheres despite their potential to garner support, even from climate change skeptics
(2017).
Farmers, a significant demographic in Nebraska, have unique opportunities to observe climate
change in action and adapt accordingly. Understanding the ways farmers perceive and react to
climate change is important because climate change poses a threat to agricultural production and
the global food system (Mase et al., 2016). Mase et al. (2016) and Morton et al. (2015) use surveys
to examine farmers’ climate change perceptions and how perceptions correlate to agricultural
management practices. Mase et al. (2016) examines Midwestern corn farmers’ climate change risk
perceptions and how risk perceptions translate to adaptation methods. Mase et al. found that
farmers who believed in climate change were significantly more likely to have positive attitudes
toward adaptation and more likely to engage in adaptation practices (2016). These results echoed
results from previous studies, which found that experiences or perceptions of impacts had the
ability to catalyze climate change adaptation strategies (Mase et al. 2016).
Morton et al. (2015) focuses specifically on how increases in precipitation in the Upper Midwest
correlate to agricultural adaptation practices. Using geospatial survey data and historical climate
data, Morton et al. created a model to simulate the influences of location, weather, excess water
experiences, and risk perception on agricultural water management (2016). Morton et al. found
that different experiences with excess moisture correlated with different management practices
(2016). Most importantly, Morton et al. concluded that regional representations of climate are too
broad to accurately represent individual farmers’ experiences and perceptions of climate change
(2016).
This thesis project explores the influence of the Midwestern flooding of 2019 on Nebraskans’
climate change perceptions. Climate change concern and personal, local, and national risk
perception are included under the umbrella of climate change perceptions. Socioeconomic factors,
proximity to flooding, and changes in perceived flood risk are also important considerations in the
study. The purpose is to understand the impact of proximity to the 2019 flood event on Nebraskans’
climate change perceptions and determine whether there have been any significant long-term
changes in climate change risk perception.
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This study is valuable for multiple reasons. First, relatively few studies explore the relationship
between flood experiences and climate change perceptions. The literature review did not reveal
any studies that specifically studied the Midwestern flood of 2019 and its influence on climate
change perceptions. Therefore, this study generates new knowledge about the Midwestern flood
of 2019 and in the field of climate change risk perception.
Natural disaster experiences are important because they can influence behavior and support for
climate policy. Natural disasters such as floods can be unifying experiences, while debates about
climate change are divisive (Egan & Mullin, 2017). The studies of flood experiences and climate
change perception in the literature review found conditional relationships between flood
experience and increased climate change concern. In these studies, proximity in time and space
were important factors. This means people care about and are influenced by recent events that are
close to them. Farmers are especially influenced and motivated by the changes in weather that they
personally experience or perceive (Mase et al., 2016; Morton et al., 2015). Because it has proven
extremely difficult to enact climate policy at a national level, it is important to take opportunities
to catalyze climate change engagement and policy support at the local level when they arise (Egan
and Mullin, 2017). Natural disasters present the opportunity to promote adaptation and mitigation
behaviors because they are salient, locally relevant, and tend to increase climate change concern
(Egan & Mullin, 2017; Demski et al., 2017; Konisky et al., 2015).
This thesis addresses the question: How did the Midwestern flood of 2019 impact Nebraskans’
climate change perceptions? The main objectives of the study are: 1) understand the impact of
flood proximity on climate change perceptions and changes in perception, 2) understand the
influence of socioeconomic or background factors on climate change perceptions, and 3) determine
whether the flooding of 2019 had long-term impacts on Nebraskans’ climate change perceptions.
These objectives are modeled after Albright’s and Crow’s 2013 study conducted on floodimpacted communities in Colorado.
Each objective involves certain variables, and some variables are more significant than others.
People were required to have experienced the 2019 flooding personally or in their community to
participate in this study. Flood proximity is an important variable because the literature suggests
proximity may have different effects on climate change perceptions at different time frames
(Albright and Crow, 2019; Konisky et al., 2015). Background information about each participant,
including age, gender, education, and political identification is also important to factor into the
study. Based on the consensus from the reviewed literature, political self-identification is the
strongest predictor of climate change perceptions; therefore, it will most likely be more influential
than the impact of flood experiences. Long-term impacts of 2019 flood experiences are assessed
by asking the participants about changes in climate change adaptation and mitigation behaviors or
attitudes.
The study is limited by multiple factors. Though the Midwestern flood of 2019 impacted several
other states besides Nebraska, the goal is to contain the study within the state of Nebraska. Study
participants were collected through convenience sample for the sake of time, so the study results
are not generalizable to the state of Nebraska. Another factor that hinders the study is the amount
of time that has passed since the flood in question. Konisky et al. found that increased climate
change concern wanes completely four months after an extreme weather event (2015). Albright
and Crow unexpectedly found that community flood experience was more influential in climate
change risk perception than personal flood experience and indicated that the amount of time
8

between the flood event and the study may have played a role in these results (2019). Because this
study took place nearly two years after the flood event, the passage of time was considered in the
study and analysis of the results.
To summarize, this project examines Nebraskans’ climate change concerns following the March
2019 flooding and how said concerns have or have not persisted over time. The sociodemographic
factors of the participants and the influence of these factors over climate change concerns are
important considerations in this study.

Methods
This study utilized interviews to explore the long-term influences of 2019 flood experiences on
Nebraskan’s climate change perceptions. Though interviews are considered a qualitative research
method, these interviews collected a combination of quantitative and qualitative information. A
qualitative research method was advantageous for multiple reasons. In the concluding remarks,
Mase et al. acknowledges the potential of qualitative studies to generate understanding of how
farmers perceive climate change and incorporate weather and climate perceptions into their
adaptation practices (2016). Multiple survey analyses found that significant changes in climate
change concern diminished in the months to years following the natural disaster in question
(Albright & Crow, 2019; Konisky et al., 2015). However, the results of Demski et al. (2015)
suggest that those who experience floods personally tend to perceive climate change as a salient
issue even in the long term. Therefore, a qualitative approach likely produced more meaningful
information about the long-term influences of the 2019 flooding on climate change perceptions.
Finally, the qualitative approach allowed for collection of data and analysis based on common
themes and unique findings rather than statistical relationships between variables. This research is
not fully qualitative, though; some quantitative data was collected to gain a better understanding
of the participants and the personal factors that may influence their responses.
The interviews were semi-structured as described in Adams and Cox (2008) and Gill et al. (2008).
Both Adams and Cox (2008) and Gill et al. (2008) highlight the ability of semi-structured
interviews to cover key topics while also allowing participants to go in-depth about pertinent
topics. This is meant to make participants feel more comfortable while still producing analyzable
data (Adams & Cox, 2008). The guiding questions aim to produce lots of data that addresses the
research question and objectives (Gill et al., 2008). Due to COVID-19, the interviews were
conducted by phone or videoconference depending on the preference of each participant.
According to Adams and Cox (2008), interviews have four phases. Before the interview, the
researcher should introduce themselves and the research and address the permissions of the
research (Adams & Cox, 2008). The beginning phase is when relevant background information
about the participant is collected. In the second stage, participants should be permitted to “let off
steam” about the topics most important to them. After participants let off steam, any key topics
that have not been covered should be addressed. The more sensitive an issue, the later it should be
addressed to allow time for trust to be built between the participant and researcher. Finally, the
interview should end by tying up loose ends and debriefing the participant further on the purpose
of the research. At both the beginning and end of the interview, the participant should be assured
on the confidentiality of their responses.
9

The interviews utilized in this study consisted of three distinct phases in which different types of
data were collected. As recommended in Adam and Cox (2008), the first phase was when
background information about the participant was collected. The information collected includes
age, gender, county, length of residence in Nebraska, occupation, political self-identification, and
highest level of education. Before collecting any data, a script was read to each participant ensuring
their right to withhold information. This was to ensure the comfort and cooperation of the
participants. Background information is categorical and therefore qualitative data.
The second phase of the interview was a nine-question climate change survey. The questions are
adapted from the Yale Climate Opinion Maps survey questions (Marlon et al., 2020). Specific
questions within the “beliefs” and “risk perceptions” categories were selected for adaptation, and
questions relating to Nebraska issues were created to gauge participants’ local climate change
perceptions. These questions also served to transition the interview into the final stage. Survey
data is quantitative data.
The final stage of the interview was the open-ended discussion. For the interviews that occurred
over Zoom, the researcher received consent from the participant to take an audio recording for data
collection purposes. For phone interviews, field notes were taken. Participants were asked to
discuss their experiences with the 2019 flooding, including whether they experienced personal
losses and the impacts in their community. Then, participants discussed the relationships they
believe exist between climate change and the 2019 flooding. This question was more challenging
for participants who do not have a strong understanding of climate change. Next, participants were
asked if the 2019 flooding changed their view of climate change and to elaborate on their
reasoning. To conclude the interview, participants were asked to share how their behaviors or
attitudes toward climate change adaptation and mitigation have changed since the 2019 flooding.
This includes any lessons they may have learned, behaviors they have changed, or policies they
support.
To support the interview process, three documents were prepared for each phase of the interview.
These documents contained the script to be read by the researcher and the questions to be answered
by the participant. These documents were provided to each participant for reference, but they were
not filled out by the participant. Instead, the researcher filled out the documents for the participant.
The purpose of this was to prevent the participant’s name from being attached to the data or
metadata of the document.
To participate, a person had to meet four criteria. First, the person had to be at least 19 years of
age. Second, each participant must have lived in Nebraska for at least five years. Third, the person
must have experienced the 2019 flooding personally and/or in their community. Finally, each
person had to be willing to talk about their opinions of climate change. This last criterium was
included because climate change can be a sensitive and politically charged topic.
Participants were recruited for the study through personal and professional relationships with the
researchers, including with the primary researcher and the research advisor. Additionally, referrals
of participants, also known as snowball sampling, was utilized. The recruitment of participants via
convenience sampling means that the results of this study are not generalizable to the state of
Nebraska. When contact information was acquired, potential participants were sent a recruitment
and informed script letter via email. Those who wanted to participate replied to the email with
their consent, and then a date, time, and platform were determined for the interview.
10

Participant confidentiality is an important part of the interview process. To ensure participant
identities are protected, the names of participants were saved with their interview responses, and
the responses for each phase of the interview were stored separately. Participant names are not
present in the data or the final products (the thesis, poster, or presentation). This research and its
procedures have been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of
Nebraska and granted exempt status.
The different types of data collected by this study were analyzed in different ways. The background
information and survey results collected by phases one and two of the interview were analyzed for
the proportion of each response for each question. These statistics help illustrate the population
interviewed and support the analysis of the discussion responses.
The data from the open-ended discussion consists of transcripts from audio recordings and
electronic notes from the phone interviews. These data were analyzed by thematic analysis as
outlined in Clarke and Braun (2013). According to Clarke and Braun, the six steps of thematic
analysis are: familiarization with the data, coding, searching for themes, reviewing themes,
defining and naming themes, and writing up (2013). Thematic analysis is a recursive rather than
linear process, meaning it is acceptable and oftentimes necessary to return to previous steps and
repeat processes multiple times.
In the first stage of thematic analysis, the researcher familiarizes themselves with the data. This
includes listening to the recorded interviews and re-reading transcripts. While familiarizing, the
researcher should also take note of any important observations (Clarke & Braun, 2013). Then, the
researcher codes the data. Coding is the process of creating labels for the data based on the research
question. When all the data is coded, the researcher can identify meaningful themes within the
codes. Searching for themes can be thought of as “coding the codes”. The researcher must then
review the themes to ensure that they fit both the codes and the raw data. The researcher must
determine the meaning of each theme and what story the themes tell about the data. Then, the
researcher should name each theme and solidify the meaning of each theme. Finally, the researcher
must write up the themes and codes to tell a comprehensive story about the data in the context of
existing literature. For this study, the goal was to conduct six to ten interviews to collect adequate
data for the thematic analysis.

Results
Of the ten people recruited as potential participants, six completed the full interview. The results
of the background information and climate change surveys are presented below as pie charts. The
results of the discussion portion of the interview are presented as key themes.
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Background Information
The collected background information includes age, gender, county of residence, length of
residence in Nebraska, occupation, and highest level of education. These variables were collected
to create a picture of the sample population and to provide context for each participant’s discussion
responses. Age, county of residence, and length of residence in Nebraska are important because
they influence each participant’s perceptions of climate in Nebraska. Gender, occupation, and
highest level of education also influence each participant’s personal knowledge, experience, and
level of concern regarding climate change impacts.

Figure 1.1: This pie chart shows the age of participants in ten-year increments. Two participants
each fell in the 19 to 29, 40 to 49, and 50 to 59 year categories.

Figure 1.2: This pie chart shows the gender distribution of the interview participants. Five
participants were female, and one was male.
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Figure 1.3: This pie chart shows the county of residence (or the county of flood experience) for
each participant. Two participants reside in Sarpy County, and one each hail from Richardson,
Colfax, Hall, and Platte Counties. Colfax and Hall Counties are along the Platte River, Richardson
is along the Missouri River, Sarpy County borders both the Platte and Missouri Rivers, and Hall
County contains both the Platte and Loup Rivers.

Figure 1.4: This pie chart shows the length of residence in Nebraska for each participant. The data
is measured in five year-increments starting at five years, the minimum length of requirement for
participation in the study. The distinction between age and length of residence in Nebraska is made
because some participants have not lived in Nebraska their entire lives. Each participant has lived
in Nebraska for at least 20 years. Two participants each fall in the 21 to 25 year and 41+ year
categories, while one participant each fell in the 26 to 30 and 36 to 40 year categories.
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Figure 1.5: This pie chart shows the unique occupations of the participants: student, social worker,
registered nurse, tribal response coordinator, counselor, and optician. Four of the six occupations
represented are public health related.

Figure 1.6: This pie chart shows the political self-identification of the participants. Four
participants identified as Democrats, one participant identified as a Republican, and one
participant identified as Independent.
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Figure 1.7: This pie chart shows the highest level of education of each participant. One participant
had a high school diploma, one participant was in college at the time of participating, two
participants had a bachelor’s degree, and two participants had a master’s degree.
Climate Change Survey
The purpose of the climate change survey was to gauge the climate change beliefs and perceptions
of each participant, transition the interview to the final discussion, and support the analysis of the
discussion results.

Figure 2.1: This pie chart shows the results of the first question, “Do you believe climate change
is happening?” Every participant answered yes.
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Figure 2.2: This pie chart shows the results of question 2, which asks participants to choose a
statement that reflects their understanding of the cause of climate change. One participant
responded, “Caused mostly by natural cycles/changes in the environment,” and all other
participants responded, “Caused mostly by human activities.”

Figure 2.3: This pie chart shows the results of question 3, which asks participants to choose
between a list of statements regarding the scientific consensus surrounding climate change. One
participant responded, “Most scientists disagree about whether climate change is happening,”
while all other participants responded, “Most scientists agree that climate change is happening.”
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Figure 2.4: This pie chart shows the responses to question 4, which asks participants to rate their
level of agreement with the statement, “Climate change is influencing weather in the United
States.” Four participants responded “strongly agree,” and two responded “somewhat agree.”

Figure 2.5: This pie chart shows the responses to question 4, which asks participants to rate their
level of agreement with the statement, “Climate change is influencing weather in Nebraska.” Four
participants responded “strongly agree,” and two responded “somewhat agree.”
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Figure 2.6: This pie chart shows the results of question 6, which asks participants to fill in the
blank in the statement, “Climate change will ___ harm plants and animals.” Of the choices “not,”
“slightly,” “moderately,” and “greatly,” four participants chose “greatly,” while two participants
chose “moderately.”

Figure 2.7: This pie chart shows the results of question 6, which asks participants to fill in the
blank in the statement, “Climate change will ___ harm people in the United States.” Of the choices
“not,” “slightly,” “moderately,” and “greatly,” half of participants chose “greatly,” and the other
half chose “moderately.”
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Figure 2.8: This pie chart shows the results of question 6, which asks participants to fill in the
blank in the statement, “Climate change will ___ harm you personally.” Of the choices “not,”
“slightly,” “moderately,” and “greatly,” one chose “slightly,” one chose “greatly,” and four chose
“moderately.”

Figure 2.9: This pie chart shows the results to the final question, “Do you believe climate change
has already harmed you personally?” Five participants responded “yes,” and one participant was
unsure.
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Open-Ended Discussion
Question 1: Describe your experience(s) with the 2019 flooding.
The major themes among the responses to this question were “personal impacts” and “community
impacts.” Though there is some overlap between these themes, they are kept distinct because some
participants experienced personal losses, while others witnessed flooding in their communities but
did not suffer personal property losses. This distinction also helps determine the impact of flood
proximity on climate change perceptions.
The subthemes within the “personal impacts” theme were “property loss” and “other impacts.”
The main types of property loss experienced by participants were homes and land. Most home
damage occurred to basements, but one participant reported also having water in the first floor of
their house. Participants also reported having their land damaged by the rising water, including
private roads washed away and cropland buried by sand. Those who had flooding in their homes
lost many of their personal belongings, and those who had their farms flooded also lost cattle.
The floodwater also caused utility and transportation issues. Power outages and water supply
issues were common between everyone who experienced the flooding personally. Rising water
made roads impassable, causing people to become stranded in their homes with no power or
running water. This made evacuations and rescues necessary. Victims were unable to return to
their homes for several weeks due to unsafe roads, standing water, and contamination issues.
Multiple participants reported needing all-terrain vehicles to reach their homes.
Transportation and utility issues were not isolated occurrences. Communities experienced
widespread power outages and sewage backups that affected even those who did not get water in
their homes. Entire neighborhoods filled with water, destroying homes and scattering belongings
in the streets. Community buildings and public infrastructure also suffered heavy damage.
Regardless of personal or community experience, most participants discussed the factors that either
contributed to the damage to their homes or prevented it. Some participants experienced flooding
on their land or in their neighborhoods but avoided having water in their homes because their house
is on a hill. The main factor that contributed to the flooding was proximity to the Platte, Missouri,
and/or Loup Rivers. Some participants also cited insufficient infrastructure as a contributing factor.
Dam and levee breaches and sewage backups commonly caused or contributed to the rising water.
Question 2: What relationships/links/connections, if any, do you believe exist between climate
change and the 2019 flooding?
Most participants identified the relationship between climate change and extreme weather when
answering this question. Many discussed how unusual the winter of 2018-2019 was, with the
combination of freezing temperatures, thick snowpack, rapid snowmelt, and heavy rainfall. Some
even named the “bomb cyclone” which brought heavy snow, rain, and unseasonably warm
temperatures to the state. Several participants indicated that they believe climate change will make
extreme weather stronger and more frequent.
Some participants also discussed the interconnectedness of the environment and the climate
system. Snowmelt plays an important role in Nebraska’s surface water every year, and it played a
major role in the flooding across multiple states. One participant noted that their community did
20

not experience the “bomb cyclone,” but still felt the impacts of snowmelt that occurred upstream.
Just as snowmelt from states upstream impacted Nebraska, snowmelt from Nebraska impacted
other states downstream.
Question 3: Did the 2019 flooding change or impact your view of climate change?
Every participant said that the 2019 flooding made them acknowledge the personal and local
impacts of climate change, regardless of their prior climate change beliefs. Five of six participants
stated that they felt the 2019 flooding confirmed or reinforced their pre-existing climate change
beliefs while also challenging some of their climate change assumptions. Several participants
believed climate change was real but perceived it as more of a coastal issue. Many participants
simply held the belief that their communities would not or could not be flooded to the extent that
they were. Some people recalled how they and their neighbors resisted evacuations because they
thought they would be fine, but the magnitude of the flooding forced them to recognize how naïve
they had been.
One participant out of the six said their experience with the 2019 flooding changed their climate
change beliefs. This participant said they did not believe in climate change until they felt the effects
personally. Unlike the other participants, this person had not personally noticed the impacts of
climate change before the 2019 flooding.
Question 4: Based on your experience with the 2019 flooding, what have you done, or what do you
believe needs to be done, to address future natural disasters and/or climate change?
Participants have taken two main courses of action since the flooding. For some, the flooding
motivated them to address climate change and natural disasters. Some people worked to spread
awareness about climate change by speaking at panels, contacting representatives, and forming
partnerships. Other people helped their communities adapt to future floods by assisting water
redirection projects and fortifying homes.
However, some people lost so much that they were forced to focus on personal recovery. Recovery
has not been an easy process, either. Each interviewee who experienced the flooding personally is
still dealing with the effects today. Some people are still trying to work with government agencies
or contractors to repair the damage to their property, but the process has been slow and challenging.
They expressed frustration at the lack of progress due to bureaucratic hoops, lack of concern, and
even the COVID-19 pandemic. For these people, it has been hard to act on the bigger picture of
climate change when they are too busy worrying about returning to their lives.
Regardless of what they were personally able to do, each person had ideas as to what can be done
in the future to address climate change and natural disasters. The three main categories were
education, adaptation, and mitigation. Several people recognized the need to raise public
awareness of the causes and impacts of climate change. This became especially apparent to those
who had their perceptions of invulnerability shattered by the magnitude of the flooding. The
flooding also revealed the need to improve flood preparedness. Participants suggested improving
drainage systems along rivers and in cities and increasing river monitoring networks to prevent
severe flooding and prepare for future flooding. Others suggested supporting sustainable policies
and lifestyle changes to reduce the future impacts of climate change.
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Finally, some interviewees reflected upon the lessons they learned from the 2019 flooding. The
most common lesson was how unprepared everyone was for flooding of that magnitude. The
perception that the flooding would not or could not happen hindered the ability to act at the
personal, community, and state level. The flooding also revealed previously overlooked
vulnerabilities. For example, one interviewee described how their community’s flood prevention
strategies failed because they were not built to accommodate the level of flash flooding
experienced. Finally, the lack of preparedness made recovery efforts slow and frustrating.

Discussion
Flood proximity played a major role in shaping participants’ responses to the flooding rather than
having varying impacts on their climate change perceptions. Each participant stated that the
flooding made them acknowledge the local impacts of climate change, regardless of the personal
impacts (or lack thereof) of the flooding. Ability to address climate change after the flooding was
influenced by flood proximity, however. Those who witnessed flooding in their communities but
did not experience personal losses had the time, motivation, and resources available to spread
public awareness of climate change and support natural disaster mitigation projects. On the other
hand, the participants who lost property in the flooding have been too busy with rebuilding their
lives to think about the bigger picture of climate change. This result complements the finding by
Albright and Crow that community experiences with flooding were stronger predictors of climate
change concern in the long term than personal flood experiences (2019). It makes logical sense
that those who were better equipped to address climate change after the flooding would have
stronger and more persistent climate change concern. However, the results of this study are victim
to the same self-selection bias that affected the Albright and Crow study (2019).
The background variables that were collected were age, gender, county of residence, length of
residence in Nebraska, occupation, political identification, and highest level of education. The
results, shown in Figures 1.1-1.7, produced some expected and unexpected outcomes. The variable
that had the greatest impact on the participants’ climate change survey and discussion responses
was highest level of education. As shown in Figure 1.7, all participants except one had some level
of college education. This provides a convincing explanation for the fact that five of six
participants believed in climate change even before their 2019 flood experiences.
The impact of education can also be seen in some of the climate change survey results. Figure 2.1
shows that every person believes climate change is happening, but Figures 2.2 and 2.3 show that
one person of the six had a different understanding of the causes and scientific consensus of climate
change. This person was convinced of the existence of climate change by their flooding
experiences, but they still lacked knowledge of climate change science. Their belief that climate
change was a natural cycle was also reflected in their response to Question 4 of the discussion, in
which they focused on ways to mitigate the impacts of future natural disasters rather than ways to
mitigate the potential impacts of climate change.
Surprisingly, political self-identification played a much smaller role in this study than in previous
studies. Figure 1.6 shows that four Democrats, one Republican, and one Independent participated
in the study. However, the Republican was not the one who reported climate change disbelief
before the flooding, which may be related to the individual having a master’s degree. Unlike the
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general public, this highly educated sample had the knowledge, education, and resources to
understand climate change science regardless of political affiliation (Egan & Mullin, 2017).
Gender may have also played a role in reported climate change beliefs. Dietz et al. (2020) found
evidence for what they called the “white male effect,” wherein women and people of color were
more likely to be concerned about climate change than white men. Figure 1.2 shows that five of
six interview participants were women. Thus, gender may have also contributed to the pre-existing
climate change beliefs among participants. It is also possible that gender motivated participation
in an interview (Dietz et al., 2020).
The background factors that had less impact on climate change perceptions but were interesting
nevertheless are age, county of residence, occupation, and length of residence in Nebraska. As
shown in Figure 1.1, there was a mix of younger and middle-aged adults in the sample population.
Figure 1.3 shows that only two people resided in the same county, and the counties represented
provided a combination of eastern and central Nebraskan perspectives. The common factor among
the counties of each interviewee was proximity to one or more rivers, namely the Platte, Loup, and
Missouri Rivers. Interestingly, Figure 1.4 shows that each interviewee has lived in Nebraska for
at least 20 years, even though multiple people have also lived in other states.
Regardless of background and previous climate change beliefs, each person interviewed
considered climate change a personally relevant issue after the 2019 flooding. Before the flooding,
some people felt protected by their community’s flood prevention measures, while others simply
believed they would be fine because their neighborhoods had never flooded before. These feelings
of security or invulnerability were also found in Baron and Petersen (2015). In Baron and Petersen,
the residents of a flood-prone town did not believe climate change would pose a risk to their
community because they believed dams and pumps would continue to keep the water out.
However, as the state of Nebraska saw in 2019, the right combination of conditions can overwhelm
water drainage systems and cause dams and levees to fail. The flooding taught people that climate
change is happening here and now, rather than in a far-off place and time.
Existing literature presents mixed messages about the duration of elevated climate change concern
after natural disasters. Konisky et al. found that increases in climate change concern after natural
disasters tend to diminish by four months after the event (2015). Demski et al., however, found
that flood survivors were more concerned about climate change at longer time frames (2017).
Figures 2.4-2.8 show participants’ climate change risk perceptions and perceived climate change
impacts. Two years after the flooding, all but one participant (83%) perceived at least a moderate
personal risk, as shown in Figure 2.8. To put these results into perspective, only 35% of Nebraskans
who responded to Yale’s Climate Change in the American Mind Survey said they believed climate
change would harm them at least a moderate amount (Marlon et al., 2020).
Similar comparisons can be made between the climate change survey results shown in Figures 2.12.9 and the Yale Climate Change in the American Mind Survey (Marlon et al., 2020). All six
participants believed climate change is happening (Figure 2.1), whereas only two-thirds of
Nebraskans said they believe global warming is happening. Five of six participants said they
believe climate change is caused by human activities (Figure 2.2), while just over half (52%) of
Nebraskans believe this is the case. Similarly, five of six participants think scientists agree that
climate change is happening (Figure 2.3), but just under half of Nebraskans (49%) agree with this
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sentiment. Finally, all participants agreed that climate change is affecting weather in the United
States and Nebraska (Figures 2.4-2.5), while only about three in five Nebraskans believe climate
change is affecting weather.
In terms of risk perceptions, two-thirds of Nebraskans believe climate change poses at least a
moderate risk to plants and animals (Marlon et al., 2020). In this study, every participant reported
perceiving at least a moderate risk of harm to plants and animals from climate change (Figure 2.6).
Only fifty-five percent of Nebraskans believe Americans will be harmed at least a moderate
amount by climate change, while all participants perceived a moderate or great risk of harm to
Americans (Figure 2.7). Finally, five of six participants perceived moderate or great risk of
personal harm from climate change compared to the state average of 35%.
The results of the climate change survey highlight how unique this sample was. These results
contradict the findings of Konisky et al. (2015) and support the conclusions of Demski et al (2017).
It is possible the widespread, devastating nature of the flooding, the slow recovery process, and
the self-selection bias all contributed to the endurance of climate change concern in the sample
population over multiple years. It makes sense that people who are still dealing with the aftermath
physically or mentally would still be highly concerned about climate change and be more
motivated to participate in a study about climate change perceptions. Regardless, the persistence
of climate change concern supports the conclusion that the 2019 flooding had long-term impacts
on the sample population.
Summary and Conclusions
This study sought to determine the impacts of the 2019 flooding on Nebraskans’ climate change
perceptions. The objectives were to understand the impacts of flood proximity and personal
background on climate change perceptions and to determine whether the flooding had long-term
impacts on said perceptions. To do this, three-part interviews were conducted to collect relevant
background information, gauge participants’ climate change beliefs, and discuss the impacts of the
2019 flooding on their climate change beliefs and lives.
In total, six people participated in the interview. These participants were a spatially and temporally
diverse group, hailing from several different counties in eastern and central Nebraska and different
stages of life. Despite their different backgrounds and experiences with the flooding, each person
felt that the 2019 flooding caused them to recognize the personal and local impacts of climate
change. Each person, regardless of their previous climate change beliefs, had their assumptions
challenged by their flood experiences.
Flood proximity determined the ability of people to address climate change after the flooding.
Those who witnessed flooding but did not incur personal losses had the resources available to act
on climate change, while those who lost property were too busy focusing on their own recovery.
This result complements the Albright and Crow study that found community flood experiences
were more influential over several years than personal flood experiences (2019).
Many climate change perception studies identify political ideology as the strongest predictor of
climate change belief (Albright & Crow, 2019; Dietz et al., 2020; Egan & Mullin, 2017). However,
for this sample population, the most important personal background variable was education. All
but one participant had a college education, and the influence of this education was reflected in
their pre-existing climate change beliefs and knowledge.
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Previous natural disaster studies have found that increases in climate change concern only last for
up to four months after a natural disaster (Konisky et al., 2015). However, studies specifically
about flooding suggest that flood experiences may result in changes in perception that endure over
several years (Demski et al., 2017). The level of personal climate change risk perceived by
participants two years after the flooding also suggests that flood experiences have long-term effects
on climate change perceptions.
Future work in this area should focus on collecting more samples and random samples. The small
number of samples and use of convenience sampling means the results are unique to the sample
population, preventing the generalization of results to the state of Nebraska. Researchers might
also consider rewording some of the questions so the interview is not so explicitly about climate
change. Climate change is a complex and divisive issue that needs to be addressed with caution.
Due to the heavy emphasis on climate change, some people were initially hesitant to participate
because they thought they “would not know enough.” Rewording some of the questions might help
alleviate this issue or garner more interest in those who do not believe in climate change.
If this study could be redone, the main change would be to implement a pre-screening survey. A
pre-screening survey could gather data from a randomly selected sample and invite those who are
interested to participate in an interview. This would allow people to “dip their toes in” to the study,
so to speak, rather than diving directly into a one-on-one interview about their flooding experiences
and climate change perceptions. This solution would likely alleviate some of the participant
recruitment issues, including difficulties reaching out to potential participants and hesitancy. This
method could also be used to collect many random samples, creating the potential for statistical
analysis and generalization.
Despite the challenges finding interview participants, this study provided valuable research
experience. The IRB application highlighted the level of detail and caution necessary to study
people. Writing interview questions and scripts was a challenge that required clear, concise
language and constant reflection upon the goals and objectives of the study. Finally, the process
of reaching out to interview candidates provided insight into people’s receptivity to different
communication types. Today, people appear to be more responsive to text messages than emails
or phone calls regardless of age.
Beyond research experience, this study presented the perfect opportunity to share the stories of
Nebraskans who were impacted by the flooding. Several people expressed frustration over the
feeling that people did not care about the flooding, and one person even expressed gratitude about
the opportunity to participate in an interview. The flooding of March 2019 may feel like a distant
memory to those who did not experience it personally, but for each interviewee, the damage to
their property and their communities serves as a constant reminder of the rising water. Ultimately,
science is not meant to just produce results, but to help people in the process. The people
interviewed want others to know they are still suffering, and they hope others learn from their
experiences. If the people of Nebraska can learn from their experiences, then hopefully this level
of devastation can be prevented in the future.
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Appendices
APPENDIX A
INTERVIEW PART 1: BACKGROUND INFORMATION
Your personal information will be used for demographic purposes only and will not be attached
to your interview responses. You can give as much or as little information as you are
comfortable with. Your responses will not affect your participation in the remainder of the
interview.
Age:
• 19 to 29 years
• 30 to 39
• 40 to 49
• 50 to 59
• 60 to 69
• 70 to 79
• 80+
• Prefer not to answer
Gender:
County of residence:
Length of residence in NE (in years):
• 5 to 10
• 11 to 15
• 16 to 20
• 21 to 25
• 26 to 30
• 31 to 35
• 36 to 40
• 41+
Occupation:
Political self-identification:
Highest level of education:
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APPENDIX B
INTERVIEW PART 2: CLIMATE CHANGE SURVEY
This survey is meant to gauge your perceptions of climate change. This is not a test; there are no
right or wrong answers. Please answer each question with your initial “gut” reaction; do not
spend too long on any one question. Your answers to this survey will not affect your
participation in the rest of the interview.
Survey questions adapted from: Marlon, J., Howe, P., Mildenberger, M., Leiserowitz, A., &
Wang, X. (2020, Sept 2). Yale Climate Opinion Maps 2020: Climate Change in the American
Mind Survey Question Wording. Yale Program on Climate Change Communication. Retrieved
from https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/visualizations-data/ycom-us/
1. Do you believe climate change is happening?
a. Yes
b. No
c. Not sure
2. Climate change is...
a. Caused mostly by human activities
b. Caused mostly by natural cycles/changes in the environment
c. Not happening
d. Not sure
3. Which statement best reflects your view?
a. Most scientists agree that climate change is happening
b. Most scientists disagree about whether climate change is happening
c. Most scientists believe climate change is not happening
d. Not sure
4. Climate change is influencing weather in the United States.
a. Strongly agree
b. Somewhat agree
c. Somewhat disagree
d. Strongly disagree
5. Climate change is influencing weather in Nebraska.
a. Strongly agree
b. Somewhat agree
c. Somewhat disagree
d. Strongly disagree
6. Climate change will ____ harm plants and animals.
a. Not
b. Slightly
c. Moderately
d. Greatly
7. Climate change will ____ harm people in the United States.
a. Not
b. Slightly
c. Moderately
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d. Greatly
8. Climate change will ___ harm you personally.
a. Not
b. Slightly
c. Moderately
d. Greatly
9. Do you believe climate change has already harmed you personally?
a. Yes
b. No
c. Maybe
d. Unsure
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APPENDIX C
INTERVIEW PART 3: DISCUSSION
This is the final phase of the interview. This section is an open-ended discussion where you can
talk about your experiences with the 2019 flooding and your perceptions of climate change. You
may give as much or as little information as you feel comfortable with.
This section will include audio recording for data collection and analysis purposes. Do you
consent to the use of audio recording?
1. Describe your experience(s) with the 2019 flooding.
a. Personal losses? (Were you affected personally?)
b. Property damage?
c. Community impacts?
2. What relationships/links/connections, if any, do you believe exist between climate
change and the 2019 flooding?
3. Did the 2019 flooding change or impact your view of climate change? If so,
how? If not, why?
a. Before and after?
4. Based on your experience with the 2019 flooding, what have you done, or what
do you believe needs to be done, to address future natural disasters and/or climate
change?
a. Lessons learned?
b. Behavior changes?
c. Policy support?
d. Local/state/national measures?
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